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An Officer’s Perspective on

The NCQO'’s Role in...

By MAJ Mike Galloucis

remember fondly (and sometimes not sa fondly) how
NCOs have helped me learn what it means to be a

soldiecr—and, more importantly, what it means to be a le ad-

er

ﬂ 5 I look back on my almost 13 vears of active duty, 1

My first exposure to Army NCOs came during ROTC
summer camps. After my sophomore vear in college, ['went
to Fort Knox, KY for ROTC Basic Camp, where 1learned
much abaout the Army in only six weeks. Back then, we still
had “open bay™ barracks—43 cadets living in one big room
—with plenty of bunk beds and metal, one-door wall lock-
ers. Teamwork and discipline were essentiall

Each platoon had two sergeants first class drill sergeants
and a sergeant major platoon evaluator. The only officer in
the company was the commander, and the only time T saw
him was at morning reveille, PT and graduation. He wasn't
invalved in cadet training, The drill sergeants taught me
hasic soldier skills and the platoon evalualor was responsi-
ble for my initial leadership training. The majority of these
MCOs served with combat units in Vietnarm, and they were
top-notch professionals,

After my junior vear, [ went to Fort Bragg, N.C,, for
ROTC Advance Camp. At Bragg, [ pained a betler appreci-
ation for what I'd learned the summer before, The little
“tricks of the trade” the NCOs at Knox taught me really
paid off-such as how to pack a rucksack, how to navigate
“gimartly,” how to clear a jammed M-16, conduct drill and
ceremonics, manage time elfectively, ete. Al Bragg, [ also
gol my fiest exposure to Army paratroopers, Those “can
do” nirborne NCOs were highly molivated and provided a
superior leadership model to emulate.,

1 still remember doing four-count push-ups in & platoon
formation after a long run around Bragg in the middle of
Juby. As my arms began to feel like Jello, I though to my-
self, “this platoon sergeant is a real turkey—can't he see
we're dying?” About this time, I looked up and realized the
crusty old Green Beret NCO not only barked. *get down
and give me Fifty™; he was doing them with us

As was (he case with the NCOs at Knox, the NCOs 1
encountered at Bragg were top-notch prolessionals, cager
te help a cadet reach his potential and leam what it means
1o be an Army leader.

Training

As a new second lieutenant fresh out of the officer basic
course, | reported for my first assignment os a platoon lead-
er in Germany, [ was motivaled and possessed basic tactical
and technical competence. But, aside from basic leadership
skills I'd leatned growing up (i.e. parents, athletics, civilian
johs), in ROTC and OBC, 1 had little practical experience
leadinp—particulatly leading soldiers.

I learned a valuable lessom about people at my first duty
assignment: you can't judge snmeane by appearance alone.,
It took almost a year to drive 1his point home. My first pla-
toon sergeant was a pudgy staff sergeant who at [irst glance
appeared out of touch with reality, nat 1o mention out o
shape. 1 felt Lhis platoon was falling guile short of its capa-
bilities, and T initially attributed this poor perfermance Lo
the platoon sergeant.

My relationship with him in those early months was less
than ideal, and eventually he talked the commander ino
moving him from the platcon o be the training NCO,
Shartly afler, a new sergeant first class reported for duty as
my platoon sergeant.

I'd hoped far a disciplinarian and was a little disap-
pointed to discover the new man generally was a laid —back
person who didn't seem to fit the mold of what 1 thought
the platoon needed from ils platoon sergeant.

[ was wrong on hoth counts, The hefty staff sergeant
trned oul to be one of the finest soldiers I've ever known.
Later, 1 fought {and succeeded) 1o get him back and he was
instrumental in helping the platoon excel in all its missions.
Several vears later, Tsaw the same NCO at Fort Hood
where he'd lost much of the weight, been promoted to ser-
geant first class and was once again a platoon sergeant help-
ing turn second lieutenants into leaders, As for the quiet,
unassuming sergeant first class, he immediately “took
charge” of the platoon—albeit not in the customary way
—helped restore esprit and generally turned out to be an
ideal platoon sergeant.

Several other NCOs, including the battalion command
sergeant major, first sergeant and other platoon sergeants
at my first unit, look me “under their wings” and atiempted
to teach me how to be a good officer. I learned a great deal
about people, leadership, the Army and myself from those
NCOs,

The next “lesson” I'd learn from an NCO came in my
lirst staff position as a battalion assistant 5—3, Having
served as & platoon leader in two unils for moce than three
vears, | thaught T knew something about troop leadership.
But, I knew nothing of “stafl work.”

Mare than anvone else, the person who helped me be-
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come an effective staff officer was a master sergeant who
was within one year of retirement. Although this old soldier
had a bad back, knees and ingesled aspirin at an alarming
rate, he possessed the institutional knowledge of four
people, plus the savvy on how to get things done on a stalf.
What surprised me most was his cagerness to pass his vast
knowledge on to me. Forlunately, [ succeeded in learming
as much as T could from this soldier before we went sepa-
rate ways.

In Giermany, while attending a course in Bad ‘1olz, I also
met a first sergeant (now a CSM) who positively exuded
leadership. He's still an inspiration, even though 1 haven't
scen him in nine years; that’s what you call a lasting impres-
sion!

Upon returning stateside, 1was assigned to Fort McClel-
lan, Ala., as an operations officer for a complex project
known as a Force Development Test and Experimentation,
After several months warking by myself, I got an unex-
pected—Dbut weleome—surprise: a master sergeant who
just completed several years as a drill sergeant and First ser-
geant in the training brigade. His leadership, wark ethic and
professionalism contributed immeasurably to the success of
the project.

On two occasions, 1've had the privilege of commanding
company —sized units. In both cases, NCOs played key rales
in the unit, As an MP company commander in Korea, [ was
hlessed with several superb NCOs who truly were the
“hackbone” of the unit.

As an HHC commander in a mechanized infantry bri-
gade at Fort Hood, | benefitted immensely [rom two com-
bat arms first sergeants who balanced taking care of sol-
diers, looking out for the officers, and accomplishing the
mission as well as ['ve seen it done. There were also many
other WOOs in the unit who successfully balanced their bri-
gade staff and company leadership respansibilities.

From a late-summer rotation at the National Training
Center at Fort Irwin, Calif,, to a winler deployment to Grer-
many for REFORGER, [ saw my NCOs doing miraculous
things at all hours of the day and night; in the desert’s early
September heat to Bavaria's cold in January. It's a great
feeling for a commander to see the unit performing effec-
tively during extended field deployments or other less than
ideal eonditions: smart commanders know thal won't hap-
pen without quality NCOs.

Berween commands, 1 served in a brigade 5-3 shop.
Once again, I benehtted from the counsel, support and pro-
fessionalism of Army NCOs, For most of my tour on a bri-
gade staff, I worked with two master sergeants who epit-

omized the quality of taday's NCO. Both were technically
and tactically proficient, had the energy of an 18-year-old,
were airbarne qualified, physically fit, had college degrees,
wrote and spoke well and had served in troop leadership
positions for the majority of their careers,

I continue to learn from NCOs. Thday, T routinely seek
the counsel of several senior NCOs who work in my orga-
nization. Their advice on a myriad of issues has always been
right on the mark and has helped me beeome proficientin a
secondary specialty.

It's been a penuine pleasure for me to see many of the
NO0s I've served with going on to positions of greater re-
sponsihility, It proves to me the Army's promation gystem
—uwhile not infallible—does recognize and reward proven
performers,

Throughout this article, I've tried to show the importani
role WCOs played in my development as an Army officer.
Sure, Pyve served with and seen some medioere NCOs, but
T've also served with some mediocre officers. Images of
thase sub-par MCOs have been more than evershadowed
by numerous NCOs who have gone the extra mile [or Lheir
soldiers, the Army and me personally, To these professional
soldiers, I dedicate this article—with renewed gratitude and
pride,

Galloucis serves with the Army’s Office of e Chief of Public
Affairs at the Pendagon.
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